
KHARKIV, Ukraine: Ukrainian forces said Saturday
they had entered Kupiansk in eastern Ukraine, dis-
lodging Russian troops from a key logistics hub in a
lightning counter-offensive that has seen swathes of
territory recaptured.

A pro-Russia separatist leader called fighting “dif-
ficult” in the Donetsk region while Moscow insisted
its forces were “regrouping” after Ukraine’s apparent
battlefield gains. Ukrainian special forces published
images on social media showing camouflage-clad
officers with automatic weapons “in Kupiansk”. It
“was and will always be Ukrainian,” their statement
said.  The town of some 27,000 people, which sits on
a crucial supply route for Russia forces in the east,
fell within the first week after the Kremlin ordered its
invasion of Ukraine on February 24.

Observers of the conflict expect Ukrainian forces
to announce further gains in the Kharkiv region,
which borders Russia, and has been either controlled
by Russia or shelled by its artillery for months. Denis
Pushilin, the rebel official, said the situation in the
town of Lyman in the Donetsk region was “very diffi-
cult” and that there was also fighting in “a number of
other localities,” particularly in the northern part of
the region.

‘Astonishing’ advance 
There was no official confirmation that Kyiv’s

troops had also routed Russian forces from Iyzum-an
important staging ground for Russia’s war effort-with
a pre-war population of around 45,000 people. But
images flooding social media appeared to show
Ukrainian forces within the city and Russian
observers of the conflict said there were initial
reports Moscow’s army had already withdrawn.

“Ukrainian troops are advancing in eastern
Ukraine, liberating more cities and villages. Their
courage coupled with Western military support
brings astonishing results,” foreign ministry
spokesman Oleg Nikolenko said in a statement on

social media.
“It’s crucial to keep sending arms to Ukraine.

Defeating Russia on the battlefield means winning
peace in Ukraine,” he added. His assessment of the
pace of the Ukrainian gains came after President
Volodymyr Zelensky announced late Friday that his
troops had retaken some 30 towns and villages in the
northeastern Kharkiv region as part of the sweep.

Ukraine’s push appears to have caught Russian
troops largely off guard. Russia’s defence ministry
said on Saturday that its forces were “regrouping” in
an effort “to achieve the goals of the special military
operation to liberate Donbas”. This came after

Moscow on Friday made the surprise announcement
it was dispatching reinforcements to Kharkiv, with
images on state media showing tanks and artillery and
support vehicles moving in columns on dirt roads.

‘Frightening’ 
The capture of urban hubs like Kupiansk and

Izyum would be a significant blow to Russia’s ability
to effectively resupply positions on the eastern front-
line and could see Russia pushed back from Kharkiv
entirely. In one village captured by the advancing
Ukrainians, electric pylons were toppled and cables
lay across the ground and houses were gutted, AFP
journalists reported. “It was frightening,” said 61-
year-old Anatoli Vasiliev recalling the battle earlier

this week that saw Ukrainian forces recapture the
village from the Russians.

“There were bombings and explosions every-
where.” Ukrainian troops were also advancing along
portions of the southern front line, a spokesperson
said Saturday, in some regions by dozens of kilome-
tres, into territory captured by Russian troops at the
beginning of the invasion. Russian news agencies
meanwhile reported six large explosions in Nova
Kakhovka, a town held by Russian troops in the
southern Kherson region.

‘We will stand by Ukraine’ 
German Foreign Minister Annalena Baerbock

arrived in the Ukrainian capital on Saturday for a sur-
prise visit, which she said was to demonstrate Berlin’s
support for Ukraine in its battle against Russia. It came
a week after Ukrainian Prime Minister Denys
Shmygal’s trip to Berlin where he had repeated Kyiv’s
call for weapons. She pledged continued “deliveries of
weapons, and with humanitarian and financial support”.

Over recent weeks Germany has sent an array of
weapons to Kyiv, supplementing other Western-sup-
plied weapons that observers say have hurt Russia’s
supply and command abilities. Baerbock’s visit fol-
lows US Secretary of State Antony Blinken’s, during
which he promised a nearly $3 billion military pack-
age for Ukraine. In a meeting in Brussels with NATO
Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg, Blinken said
Russia’s push to send reinforcements showed
Moscow was paying “huge costs” in its bid to cap-
ture and then hold Ukrainian territory. 

However, Russian forces were still inflicting seri-
ous damage with a campaign of shelling in Kharkiv
city and in the industrial region of Donbas in the east.
The head of the Kharkiv region, Oleg Synegubov,
said Russian shelling had left 14 civilians injured.
Pavlo Kyrylenko, the head of the Donetsk region,
which is part of Donbas, said Russian shelling had left
two dead. — AFP
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DONETSK: A Ukrainian child holds a mock rifle while manning an improvised checkpoint at the Donetsk region of Ukraine, on September 8, 2022, amid the Russian invasion of Ukraine. —AFP

Ukrainian troops are liberating more cities and villages

Ukraine seizes key supply hub in east
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Belgium’s biggest 
trial opens after 
worst bombing
BRUSSELS, Belgium: Six years after Belgium’s
deadliest peacetime attack, a Brussels court will this
week host a landmark trial that survivors hope will
mark a step forward in their recovery and that of
their nation. The case against alleged members of an
Islamic State (IS) group cell that launched both the
March 2016 suicide bombings in Brussels and the
November 2015 attacks in Paris will begin Monday.

The Belgian attacks, in which three suicide
bombers hit Brussels airport and a crowded under-
ground metro station, killed 32 people and shat-
tered the lives of hundreds of survivors. Nine
alleged jihadists, including the cell’s 32-year-old
French ring-leader Salah Abdeslam, will face a vari-
ety of charges. One, thought to have been killed in
Syria, will be tried in his absence.

The trial will be the largest ever staged in front
of a Belgian jury, with 960 civil plaintiffs represent-
ed and the sprawling former headquarters of the
NATO military alliance converted into a high-secu-
rity court complex.

Abdeslam, already convicted in France and sen-
tenced to life for his role in Paris, will not attend
Monday’s preliminary hearing, his lawyer said.

‘Turn the page’ 
But many of the victims of the attacks are plan-

ning to attend the trial from day one, seeking under-

standing and closure following the carnage. “My life
was completely destroyed. I lost my friends, gave up
my hobby as a pilot,” said Philippe Vandenberghe,
an airport manager who rushed to assist wounded
passengers and now suffers from post-traumatic
stress disorder.

Vandenberghe had a first aid certificate, but
nothing to prepare him for the aftermath of an
indiscriminate suicide bombing on a crowded air-
port concourse. He faced screaming victims
engulfed in thick smoke and surrounded by broken
glass and twisted metal.

The image of two children who had just lost their
mother haunts him. “I gave first aid to 18 different

people. I’m sure that I saved one woman,” the 51-
year-old told AFP at his home in Louvain-la-Neuve.

Today he is unemployed, after a legal battle with
his former employer and insurer over medical bills.
He paints, helps out charity groups and is training as
an ambulance driver. On Monday he will be in court,
hoping that the trial will mark the start of a new
stage in his recovery.

“We’re hoping that our suffering will be recog-
nised, that’s the important part,” he said. Before the
bombings Sebastien Bellin, now 44, was a profes-
sional basketballer. Now, after around 15 surgeries,
he has lost the use of one of his legs, and still re-
lives the experience. — AFP 

BRUSSELS, Belgium: File photo taken on March 22, 2016, people hold a banner reading in French and Flamish
“I AM BRUSSELS” as they gather around floral tributes, candles, Belgian flags and notes in front of the
Bourse of Brussels, in tribute to the victims of Brussels following triple bomb attacks in the Belgian capital
that killed about 35 people and left more than 200 people wounded. — AFP

Scientists discover
how air pollution
triggers lung cancer
PARIS: Scientists said Saturday they had iden-
tified the mechanism through which air pollution
triggers lung cancer in non-smokers, a discovery
one expert hailed as “an important step for sci-
ence - and for society”. The research illustrated
the health risk posed by the tiny particles pro-
duced by burning fossil fuels, sparking fresh
calls for more urgent action to combat climate
change.

It could also pave the way for a new field of
cancer prevention, according to Charles
Swanton of the UK’s Francis Crick Institute.
Swanton presented the research, which has not
yet been published in a peer-reviewed journal, at
the European Society for Medical Oncology’s
annual conference in Paris. Air pollution has long
been thought to be linked to a higher risk of lung
cancer in people who have never smoked.

“But we didn’t really know whether pollution
was directly causing lung cancer - or how,”
Swanton told AFP. Traditionally it has been
thought that exposure to carcinogens, such as
those in cigarette smoke or pollution, causes
DNA mutations that then become cancer.

But there was an “inconvenient truth” with
this model, Swanton said: previous research has
shown that the DNA mutations can be present
without causing cancer - and that most environ-
mental carcinogens do not cause the mutations.
His study proposes a different model.

A future cancer pill?
The research team from the Francis Crick

Institute and University College London
analysed the health data of more than 460,000
people in England, South Korea and Taiwan.
They found that exposure to tiny PM2.5 pollu-
tion particles - which are less than 2.5 microns
across - led to an increased risk of mutations in
the EGFR gene.

In laboratory studies on mice, the team
showed that the particles caused changes in the
EGFR gene as well as in the KRAS gene, both of
which have been linked to lung cancer. Finally,
they analyzed nearly 250 samples of human lung
tissue never exposed to carcinogens from smok-
ing or heavy pollution. Even though the lungs
were healthy, they found DNA mutations in 18
percent of EGFR genes and 33 percent of KRAS
genes. “They’re just sitting there,” Swanton said,
adding that the mutations seem to increase with
age. “On their own, they probably are insuffi-
cient to drive cancer,” he said.

But when a cell is exposed to pollution it can
trigger a “wound-healing response” that causes
inflammation, Swanton said. And if that cell “har-
bors a mutation, it will then form a cancer”, he
added. “We’ve provided a biological mechanism
behind what was previously an enigma,” he said.

In another experiment on mice, the
researchers showed that an antibody could
block the mediator - called interleukin 1 beta -
which sparks the inflammation, stopping cancer
from getting started in the first place. Swanton
said he hoped the finding would “provide fruit-
ful grounds for a future of what might be molec-
ular cancer prevention, where we can offer peo-
ple a pill, perhaps every day, to reduce the risk
of cancer”.  — AFP 


